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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

The least chipmunk is the most widespread North American chipmunk, both in geographic
range and habitats. In California, this species is fairly common to common east of the Sierra
Nevada crest in sagebrush, low sagebrush, bitterbrush, and other Great Basin shrub habitats.
It is less common in the brushy understory of sparse to open canopies of other habitats,
including Jeffrey pine and pinyon-juniper. In the White Mts., and a few localities in the Sierra
Nevada and Cascades, this species also ranges into alpine dwarf-shrub habitats.

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: Feeds on seeds, nuts, fruits, berries, and insects. Fruits of bitterbrush are
important in some areas (Grinnell and Storer 1924, Chappell 1978). Feeds on the ground, in
shrubs, and in trees. Stores food in an underground cache for winter use.

Cover: Uses stumps, logs, rocks, and shrubs for cover when resting, grooming, or when
alarmed.

Reproduction: Uses ground nests and nests under logs. Uses a "work hole" when digging
burrows, then plugs the hole and uses a less conspicuous entrance (Woods 1980). Also
uses tree nests (Genoways and Jones 1972, Broadbooks 1974). May move young to tree
nest after they begin activity out of the nest (Broadbooks 1977).

Water: Does not require water source other than food, but will use such a source if
available. Compared to other chipmunks, this species has a lower rate of water loss, greater
tolerance for heat load, high relative medullary thickness of the kidney, and concentrated
urine. These adaptations allow occupancy of arid sagebrush habitats, which is not possible
for other chipmunks (Heller and Gates 1971, Heller and Poulson 1972, Jones and Wang
1976, Chappell et al. 1978).

Pattern: In the alpine zone, the presence of talus is important. In Great Basin shrub types,
highest densities are encountered where bitterbrush is present. This species is competitively
excluded by other chipmunks, therefore, the range of habitats occupied depends on the
presence or absence of other chipmunk species.

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Diurnal. Most activity occurs in early morning in hot sagebrush habitat
(Chappell 1978). Facultative hibernator (Heller and Poulson 1970); active all months or
hibernating from October to April. Males enter hibernation first.

Seasonal Movements/Migration: None.



Home Range: Reported home ranges vary. In Alberta (Sheppard 1972), males had an
average home range of 1.22 ha (3.02 ac) varying from 0.39-3.45 ha (0.96 8.52 ac), females
averaged 0.66 ha (1.62 ac) varying from 0.22-1.51 ha (0.48-3.32 ac). Martinsen (1968)
reported home ranges from 0.2-1.5 ha (0.5-3.7 ac). Chappell (1978) reported that adult males
wander more widely than females, and that about 50% of the young disperse from the natal
area. Martinsen (1968) reported that females increase the size of their home range after
dispersal of young, and that home range size is greater if food availablity is low.

Territory: This species shows a high degree of intraspecific aggression, and may have a
rate of 6.16 encounters per hr with conspecifics (Chappell 1978). An exclusive territory is not
maintained, except perhaps around the nest. The home ranges of females are more
exclusive than those of males.

Reproduction: Mating occurs March through April, with gestation lasting 28-30 days.
Average litter size about 6, with single litter per yr most common. A second litter is possible if
the first is lost (Skryja 1974). Young are born April through May and appear above ground in
June to early July.

Niche: Small, diurnal omnivore. Competitively inferior to other chipmunk species, showing
ecological release if other species are absent or removed. The least chipmunk is excluded
from pinyon-juniper woodlands or conifer forests by T. amoenus or T. speciosus (Sheppard
1971, Meredith 1977, Chappell 1978). Probably competitively inferior to T. panamintinus and
T. umbrinus as well. Adapted for arid habitats, which other chipmunks cannot tolerate.
Predators include raptors, weasels, coyotes, foxes, and bobcats.
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